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LANGUAGE TESTING IN GERMAN SECONDARY SCHOOLS - THEORY AND PRACTICE

Bernd Voss {(University of Bielefeld)

1 Introduction

The purpose of the present paper is to give an outiine of the
ways in which achievement in foreign languages 1s assessed within
the context of the German school system, '

It should be noted that in the above {ntroductory santence the
term ‘test' has been rather carefully avoided becmise ~ as will be-
cose fully apparent late: - the assessment procedures aused in the
Federal Repudblic of Germeny tend to be both less rigorous and more
global than 'tests' n the uswal understanding of the word (1). If
we maintain that tests be objective, veliable, and velid, or that at
least serious attespts be made to make them such, Jhen with wry Jow
exceptions the procedures by which achievement 1in fmig Tanguages
is assessed within the German school system ave not tests. In other
words, there is no tradition of testing in the 'hard' sense of the
word, in German schools.

This s partly encouraged by the fact that in Germany, os a Fed-
era) Republic, education is run not by a single national artment
of Education, with resulting tendencies towards wniformity throughout
the country, but - since education is constitutionally a metter of
the 1ndividual states - by 11 independant Education Departments, each
organising matters in somewhat different u:zs. in each of the parts
of the country. In what follows we shall take the situation in the
wmost populous state of North-Rhine Westphalia (MRW) as sn exasple in
the hope that this will at the same time mirror enough of the common
ground that does exist between the approaches of the individual
states, without, however, being able to claim correctaess of detai)
for all the other states as well,

After » brief exposition of the organisatory framework of
assessment in general, we shall follow the structure of the German
secondary school system and deal with forms S - 10 and 11 - 1) as
two different groups, before finally turning to the procedures used
in the final (pre-university level) school-leaving examination, at
the highest level of a student's school career. In each case, we
sha.« present the official rules and regulations as fssved by the
Department of Education, and then try to explain in which way these
tend to be implemented by teachers in the classrcom, thus aiming at
a survey of both the theory and current practice.

2 General Organisatory Framework of Assessment within the School
System

Modern languages, as school subjects, operate under conditions
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which a. in no w2y different from those of other subjects The ap-
propriate zssessment procedures, a.cordingly, need to conform to the
general regulations that govern the ways in which the results of
teaching and learning efforts are captured and measured within the
system in general,

7or North-Rhine Westphalia, this general tramework is laid down
in the All ine Schulordnung {General School Re +7a*inns) of 1978,
which StlDU'ﬂ§€. Tn § 2T, that all assessment must > both
knowledge and skills and needs to be based on all as, " a pu-
pil's work, in particular (i) on written pieces of wor elicited
by a prescribed number of Klassenarbeiten (written cle »room tests),
which carry half the weight of the total assessment, and (i1) on
what is called Sonstige Mitarbeit (other work), which accounts for the
other half and {5 usuaTTy €quated with the 'oral' aspect of classroom
work although its definition includes participation and effort, and
practical work as far as applicable, as well.

It is interesting to note that later (§ 22) a carefu! distinc-
tion is drawn between the written classroom tests as referred to a-
bove and limited written e<ercises as a further basis for assessment.
These are not prescribed, may be marked, count for the 'other work’
half with the value of a weightier oral contribution in class, but
are not supposed to replace the assessment of oral skills, More de-
tarls of this important distinction will be presented below (see
section 3.2).

These arrangements imply (i) that assessment is conceived of as
a continuyous process rather than a once-off event, (if) that 1n spite
of explicit attempts to safequard the assessment of oral work there
15 2 noticeable bias towards writing as the basis for assessment,
since writing-based procedures account for well over half the weight
of the two assessment comains taken together

while it is appreciated that procedures eliciting and evaluating
work samples at several points over the educational year are more
Tikely to yield reliable and valid results tnan those making the
assessment dependant on a single, however massive, examination at the
end of a course of instruction, language teachers find that the built-
n bias towards writing-based assessment procedures makes 1t diffi- ‘
cult to change the present practice of assessing the oral skills im- i
pressionistically, with no prescribed or customary method or format
35 3 guideline, because 1t is in fact less important for the eventual
result at the end of the school year and is considered to be the
'soft’ part of the assessment, against the 'hard' writing-based parts.
In other words, there 1s a strong tendency for the results in the
written classroom tests - and posSibly the marked written exercises -
to dominate the evaluation of *wo achievement of a pupi}! at the end
of the school year, with an 1ndependant assessment of oral skills
either non-existent or only marqinally modifying the assessment pre-
determined 1n this way




3 Assessment of English (Forms 5 - 10)
3.1 Klassenarbeiten (Writiten Classroom Tests)
3.1.1 Organisatory Conditions

The importance of the written classroom tests for the assess-
ment in general is suitsbly underlired by the range of rules and reg-
ulations that surround them.

As TABLE 1 shows, secondary education starts in the fifth form,
which is the firct year of English, and can be followed either 1n
one of the school types of the treditional tripertite system, 1.@.
Hauptschule (Secondary Modern School), Realschule (Snm“g Tochni-
ca% School) or Cymnasium (Grammar School), or In a Gesamtschy’e (Com-
orehensive School). Compulsory schooling ends after the TUTh Yorw,
In all schools, English s compulsory. The table sets out how meny
lessons per week are held in English as a school subject, in each of
the schnol types, how meny of the prescribed written classroom tests
are to be taken per educational year, and how long these tests are
supposed to be (in periods per test).

Table 1
written Classroom Tests in English (Forms 5 - 10)

"Hauptschule” “Reslschule” “Gymnasium® *Gesamtschyle”
(Sec.Mod.School} (%ec.Techn, (Grammar School) (Compreh.
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It is interesting to note t{hat although the number of English
lessons per week is the same in all school types, in the mure demand-
ing schools more and longer written classroom tests tend to be
required, a perhaps not quite convincing connection made by the Sys-
tem between frequency and lengta of measurement, on the one hand,
and difficulty on the other.

All written classroom tests - as all other assessment procedures
within the school system, with the pussible exception of tne Abitur
(see section 6 below) - are set and marked by the teacher of the
class. There is an explicit rule (A1l ine Schulordnung § 22) o-
bliging teachers to adjust the difficuTty Teve [ of the Individual
test to the avarage standard of the class. This is implemented
through the requirement that in the case of more than one third non-
passes the test is to be repeated unless the headmaster of the school
is prepared to sanction it, as an exception.

These arrangements are obviously designed to avoid any potential
Qap that might develop between “he teaching and the testing of it:
thore is no problem for teachers to make sure that their pupils are
tested on what they have been taught. It is equally obvious that the
arrangements are intended to ensure that teacners do not get away
with teaching without proper regard of what their pupils can learn:
if more than a third of the pupils have not been atle to follow to
the degree of at least deserving the lowest pass mark for their ef-
forts in the corresponding test, thea the teaching was perhaps not
as successful as it should have been, and an obligatior to attempt l
to reach more members of the class seems reasonable. In this context, ‘
the 'exception’ rule as outlined above apparently functions as a -
safequard against possible misuse of the general 'one tuird' regula-
tion by classes or groups wilfuily pursuing a strategy of norn-coop-
aration, or similar,

It is not difficult to sympathise with the pedagogical ethos
that seems to have found expression ir the regulations described so
far, Unfortunately, these arrangements tend to have rather problem-
atic side-effects in that they encourage a form of group-oriented
norm-referencing - with each class functioning as an {ndependant
group - which amounts to a rather extreme version of what is of
course in principle i~herent in any system asking teachers to both
set and mark their own icsts, with few outside reference-points ex-
cept the individual teacher : ability and conscience. It is tempt-
ingly eas, for a teacher, when che results in a particular classroom
test threaten to fall ynder the ‘one third' rule, to simply raise
the general level of the marking a 1ittle, rather than to go through
the time-consuming proces, of setting and marking another test on
the same fieid at a later stage as long as *he marking is internally
consistent within the group, there is no immediate outside reason why
this <hould not be done.

The consequence 15 that given marks are extremely difficult to
compare across the system, as there are no establ shed prodecure- of
taking the diffe-ent averages »f the irdividual groups into account.
Marks are therefore (more or les,) useful indicators of the rank of
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a lesrner 1n relation to his cuh greup, tut are practicelly Wninter-
pretable as indicators of achievemnt across claems, schoels, o
regions: what is awerage in one growp may be w1l deve or balew av-
erage 1n som other grwg of (formally) the samm level, a natural
consequence of accidentc) growp composition and opgravited by sys-
tematic variations in the mevking habits of teachers. These, inci-
dentally, have reputations ac ‘hard’ or 'soft’ markers within thetr
schools $0 that people (1.e. colleagues, puptls, parents) tend ts
sppreciate a good mark from teacher X as equivaient to an Sverage
mark from teacher ¥, etc.

There are two rditiona) sats of orgenisatery rules comnected
with the written clessroom tests which are of interest here (see
A)lgemeine delm! § 22). To avold surprise sttacks, the dates
of wr cTassroom Tasts eve to be snnounced in advence, they are
to be marked, then returned to, and discussed with, the pupils (see
3130 next section below), then given to the pupils to take home for
their parents to see, and finally to be returned to the schoe).
Further, they are to be spread evenly over the educational year, pu-
pils are not to be given more than one on any single day, and there
are to be no more than two in any week.

while both sats of rules make Obviowus pedagogical sense, the
second one is rather isportant in Contributing to the pressure to
adjust the merking of a test, in the way outl ned sbove, to avoid 2
repetition. Since pupils have te take written classroom tests not
only in one subject, but 1n wany othars besides English, test dates
are usually co-ordinated by the varfous teschers of a class and fimd
well in advance, in order to meet the sbove organisatery regyiremnts.
Any later change ihreatens to overthrow the intricate balance of the
various dates for the required nusber of tests 1n the different sub-
jects, and the obvious result is that there {s a strong interest in
avoiding the repetition of a test altogether, as far as possible.

3.1.2 Formats

After the foregoing outline of ihe most important gorgmisstory
requirements connected with the prescrided written classroom tests
it i3 now appropriate to look more closely into the mature of the
formats used for this purpose.

Again, we con start from what is officially laid down, in this
case in the Richtlinfen (guidelines) of which there is a set for each
of the subjeris Taught at Schodl and which are issued by the Ministry
of Education.

Taking the Richtlinien for the Grammar Schools as our main ex-
aple (KultusminTster WRW ed. 1978b), the six years from the Sth to
the 10th form are grouped into three two-year bands, with the follow-
ing examples or recommendations for the written classroom tests:

(1} forms 5/6: :nswer questione, form questions, describe pic-
ture, verbalise picture story, give simple explanatione, change
dialogue into narrative or vice versa, retell a text changing
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the point of view (e.g. from 'He ...' to 'l ...'). A few tech-
nigues are explicitly not recommended, in particular dictations

(ne1ther of known texts, nur of slightly changed ones, nor of
entirely unknown ones), the renderin? of a text learnt by heart,

the summary of a text (or gart of it) read in class (cf. Kultus-

minister NRW ed, 1978b: 19).
(i1) forms 7/8- all of the above at a more demanding level,

plus e.g. characterizations of people, objects, events; summa-
ries (including structural analysis, main 1deas. comments on se-
quence of events); analyses (at a fairly elementary lovel, at
this stage) of stylistic/linguistic properties of given text
types; changes from one text type (e.g. letter) to anuther (e.
9. interview with letter writer); production tasks such as
‘Describe the school day of a Bratish pupil' (after treating

the topic of school life 1n Britain in class cver a period of
time} (cf. op.cit. 37-38). There is an explicit note saying that
integrative formats should defin tely predomnate. at this stage
(cf. op.cat. ).

(i11) forms 9/10: all of what is characteristic of the above
group, only at a more demanding level and with particular em-
Fhasis on the analysis of fictional and non-fictional t.ats, e,
9. work out the structure of the text, the pros and cons, plot,
Characters, historic background, conment on style/register etc.
(cf. op.cit, 55). Again, explicit reference is made to the need
of using integrative formats which alone can do justice to the
complex objectives of the teaching at this level. This is con-
sidered to be more important than the loss in objectivity which
this approach inevitably entails. "Die mit Jiesen Formen ver-
bindene verminderte Objektivitat der Leistungsbewertung muB mit
in Kauf genommen werden." fop.cit. 561).

An attempt to see these guidelines in perspective reveals two
interesting tendencies. The first is that written class-oom work fs
clearly intended to <2t the model for ‘e assessment formats em-
ployed to monitor the learning progress. In other words, the written
classroom tests are to elicit work samples representative of the
written activities performed ir. class, so that there is in fact an
1dentity between exercise and assessment formats. Teachers tend to
be rather in favour of such a scheme, to ‘e sure for good pedagogical
reasons

The second tendency 1s less apparent in the letter than in the
sz-cit of the guidelines, which implicitly favour a criterion-refer-
enced approach - by cuttwmng leirning objectives and recommending
assessment procedures asking for judgments as to whether and how far
those ohjeitives hove been re. thed by the ‘tarners - in spite ¢f, and
in contrast to, the strong norm-referencing wyich is suggested by the
external framework of the assessment system in gereral ?cf. previous
section). Whether these two contradictory approachesS can be re«uyn-
cited 1n a meaningful way, whethe~ *hey cancel each other out to lose
the advantages of them both, nr whether thig sumply leads to a situa-
tion where anything qoes and nn obligation 15 felt tnwards any of
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these principles, thus leaving the exact e of the ..sessment
conveniently in <he dark, is a question on which 11ttle {nforwation
is available to date end shich can only be raised rather than gone
into here,

Practical realisations of the recommsndations of the Tmbllm
can be found in the Richtlinien themselves, which frequently draw
attention to assessment rormats when digcussing exercises considered
helpful in achfeving the learning objectives. In addition, there are
a number of useful publications availasble as help for the te~cher
{e.9. Schulz et al. 1984) which provide detailed discussions of com-
crete examples and often include marking and grading suggestions as
well as handy bibliographies (2).

3.2 Tests (Marked Written Exercises)

The emphasis on integrative formats as descridbed sbove does not
mean that discrete jtem formats such as series of multiple chofce,
true-false, matching, fill-in or similar ftems, which are usually
associated with objective testing, are not acceptable within the sys-
tem of assessment at all). But they are considered mainly suitable for
check ing of f some of the more jsolated, mechanical aspects of lan-
guage and are thus given a wore limited r8le: tests consfsting of
tasks with these formats fal) outside the regulations ming the
prescribed written classroom tests, they are non-compu sor{ and
their results count towards the ‘other work' area (cf. section 1 a-
bove; cf. also Kultusminister NRW ed. 1978b: 11).

Within the context of the whole system, this distinction,
which 1s no doubt qui®> rational as such, unfortunately encourages
two types of misundeistandings which contribute to meking the ‘other
work' half of the ass.ssment a rather problematic field.

The first is that in spite of explicit exhortstions to the con-
trary (cf. Allgemeine Schulordnung § 22) discrete item tests, with
their status of (non-compuisory) marked written exercises, are easiiy
confused with & 'hard' way of measuring oral competence. In fact,
even the Richtlinien themselves, in this case the ones for English in
ComprehensTve Schools, explicuiy make this very assumption in a
somewhat surprising statement suggesting that observing and assessing
the oral command of the language can very well be carried out 'y in-
formal written tests:

Es wird ... h¥ufig notwendig sein, mindliche Fertigkeiten wis
Sprechen aus Griinden der gesicherten und schnelieren Bewert-
barkeit durch schriftli:the Kontroll:arfatiren zu Uberpriifen.
(Kultusminister NRW ed. 1980: 142).

The second misunderstanding connected with discrete jtem tests
within the oresent system {s that they are in fact not quite so
‘hard', {.e. objective, measures as one might think, because they are
commonly implementeu as quickly assembled ?ists of individual items,

with 1itile attention to the technique employed and the validity and
reliability of the {tems included. In keeping with the tendencies of
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the system in general, they are teacher-made and used individually
for a particular group at a particular time, No pre-iestirg is done,
nor are there any other steps taken to ensure that they can at least
develop into anything more than isolated idiosyncratic snapshots of
which language items the learners happen to 'know'.

Although these marked written exercises are commonly called
Tests in the German school system, in contrast to the prescribed
KTassenarbeiten (written classroom tests) described in the preceding
sections, they are in fact rather remote from tests in the real
sense of the word.

While teachers, understandably enough, often do not have the
expertise, nor in particular usually the time, to improve the test
qualities of these home-made 'tests' themselves, there is a somewhat
surprising reluctance to use e.g. existing standardised tests, where
after all this work has already been done for them. One may speculate
that these are perhaps not sufficiently well known; it could also be
that differences between various groups are so considerable that
these tests are vaguely felt to be too remote from what is actually
being taught in this particular classroom.

The alternative could be to develop the "tests’ into a networc
of criterion-referenced assessments, as another way of gaining a ref-
erence point outside the class for at least part of the total of the
assessment procedures used. Again, it wculd be possible to draw on
published tests of this nature, but again teachers appear reluctant
to use them, possible for similar reasons as above.

The impress.on one gathers from an analysis of the Tests (in the
curfous understanding of the term given to it in the German school
system) is that they are not an area of great interest or concern for
teachers who are under enough pressure in other fields not to worry
too much about this one. Considering the rather limited weight ‘tests'
have, as no more than non-compulsory parts of one half of the total
assessment, this negiect is perhaps not totally surprising.

4 Correcting and Marking of Klassenarbeiten

What is accepted as more important, on the other hand, is the
need for some kind of uniformity in the correcting and marking of the
- more important - written classroom tests, In order to gain some in-
sight into the problems conrected with this field, it might be inter-
esting to see which suggestions were made in a recent in-service
training meeting (Landesinstitut fur Schule und Weiterbildung Novem-
ber 1984), and to add some comments on them

The problem of awarding an appropriate mark within the range of
the marking scale pre<cribed by tne system is only vaguely touched on
by a reference to the learning and teaching objectives as laid down
in the official guidelines (Richtlinien) already referred to previous-
ly: inhowfar these have boen reached in a given written classroom test
(XJassenarbeit) remaing entirely 4 matter for the individual teacher

to deevlo im0 enart it o mark Nn gnrdelines are of fered for




this most problematic aspect of any assessment. Guidelines gre, bew- ]
ever, considered sore sppropriate in connection with the correction and !

marking of mistakes.

A1) mistakes are to be marked and classified a8 to kind and
avity. The following categeries ars to be wsed and indicated by
(he Qgrq‘rhu sbbreviation: Gr - Grammatik ('('“‘)’ Ts; T
tense), Bz - Bazie concord), Sb - 5% syntex), - gg!-
Tung (word orm”r y !- Srm%iwn (preposition), ¥ - (TexVca!
» A - MAusdruck (coiTocation, expressions of awre o word),
R - RechtschreTbun ""”"’"J" Z- e (punctustien).
ANl of these count as one mistike, except Tor st twe which
count only as 0.5 error unit. However, in dictavions - which are con-
sidered acceptable only (1f at all) at a rate of ne mwe then ene per
half year in forms 5 and 6 - orthornMc mistakes alse cout @8 one
whole error unit. There is an explicit reminder that caly these in-
perfections in the pupils’ papers are to be counted as wistekes which
can be shown (e.g. by dictionary, grammar book, reference bosk) te be
definitely wrong: it s not enough for them to just 'sownd womg' to
the teacher.

A number of additiona) specifications provide rulings fer {ndi-
vidua) probless. There is a maximum of one mistake per word. A - mis-
tekes, which by definition extend nver more than cme word, count as
one single error unit, but other mistakes (oel. omor » gremmer)
count in addition, 2.g. 'Fa locked after the key' weuld have cne A
and 0.5 R mistakes. Orthography counts as one misteke if the revuTt
is a different word, ¢.g. 'thers holidays'. Stmtlarly, if orthography
is connected with grammar it counts as a (full) G - misteke, e.g. 'in
it's nest’. Recurring mistakes are marked but counted only emnce; how-
ever, tense errors count each time unless thers is an internally con-
sistent tense shift; recurring elementary errors (e.g. in comection
with the 3rd person singular -s) are treated as other recwrring wis-
takes but if frequent are to be taken into consideration when deter-
mining the final mark,

After the correcting and marking, the written classreom tests
are to be returned to the pwils in class. Teachers are enpecied to
discuss the tests so thst the pupils (i) understand why they have
been given the mark they have roceived and (11) can correct their owm
tests. The explicit idea §s to help pupils to aviid making the seme
wistakes in fut.re.

It can be assumed that similar suggestions are in principle in
operation in many ar:as anc countries. What is perhaps not quite sat-
isfactory is that many of he error categories overlap consideradly,
s0 that *he clarity sugyiated by the abbreviations is more apparent
than real. Congidering the orthogrnhy problems even of native speak-
ers of English, the recategorisation of some orthographic mistskes as
lexical (there - their) or grammatical) mistakes (its - 1t's) vs not
entirely convincing. And inhowfar discussing the Tests Tn class when
returning them to the pupils contributes to helping them to avoid
making the same mistakes in future is in fact rather a thorny question:
there is little doubt that more systematic follow-up work than {s pos-

10
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sible within the one period usually devoted to it would be needed for
this aspect of clascroom work 1f the procadure is to be more than a
ritual

5 Assessment in English (Forms 11 - 13)

In the above outline of the ways in which achievement in Eng-
1ish is measurement within the German school system an attempt has
been made to show in particular the yeneral pattern of assessment
during the six years of compulsory secondary schooling, with 1ts em-
phasis on the written classroom tests, the proolematic evaluation of
the ‘other work' area, and the curious role of the marked writ.en
exercise. When turning now to the final three years of instruction
in English offered by the system to pupils attending Grammar Schools
(and some Comprehensives) it w11l be sufficient to highlight tha dif-
ferences to this pattern, before finally looking 1n some detay) at
what is demanded in English in the Abitur, 1.e. the final pre-univer-
sity level school-leaving examination

According to the Richtlinien for forms 11 - 13 (see Kultusmini-
ster NRW ed. 1981), the assessment of [nglish at this leve) is in-
tended to probe inty three areas, (i) the command of the lanquage as
such, {i1) knowledge about e.q. language (- linguistics), texts (-
literature), socio-cultural backgrounds («hristory, "civilisation*),
and (111) mastery of methods (e.g. how to dea) with an 'unseen’ text,
how to use a mondiingual dictionary, a reference book etc.). These
domains are not to be elicited and assessed independently of each
other, but learners are to be given the opportunity of demonstr.ting
their abilities in all three of them.

While the way in which this is envisaged will be sketched out
below it is important to note at this stage that these demands con-
stitute a definite shift and widening of the scope of assessment to
include, above and beyond the foreign language as such, a strong con-
tent component {if we leave the 'method' aspect out of consideration
for a moment), as a legitimate part of the total evaluation: in order
tc be successful in English 1t 15 now no longer enough to have an
acceptable command of the language, but it is also important to be
able to cope with the information retrieval and processing as it is
required by the contents to be carried by the foreign language.

Since there is a considerable degree of overlap between what is
demanded here and in other arts subjects (such a German as mother
tongue, other foreign languages), in particular as far as methods,
but also as far as some content areas are concerned (knowledge about
language, text types, literary analvsis etc ), high correlations be-
tween an individual learner's sucess 1n Fng 1sh and in these subjects
can be expected On the other hand, at a stage where a ‘oreign lan-
guage has heen taught for over six years, language can only be ex-
pected to develop further in connection with cuntents that can be
taken seriously and 15 a real challenge, so that there sre many good
reasons for broadering at<o the basis of assessment in this way.
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5.1 Sonstige Mitarbeit (‘Other Work') Domain

The basic pattern of assessment is stil) essentially the seme
as the one descrided above for the younger year grows, {.e. the
assessment of achievement is based on (1) a grucrihd nwber of
teacher-made written classroom tests (now called Klaugur), and (i1)
the Sonstige Mitarbeit (‘other 1ork').

Generally, criterion-referencing is esphasized more strongly at
this level, with the resuli that the ‘one third' rule (see 3 .1 o~
bove) 1; in fact somewhat relaxed (cf. Kultusminister NRW ¢a. 1961:
121-122; cf., however, 169},

There is a strong smphasis on the equal weight of these twe as-
sessment domains, underlined by the requirement to explicitly sum-
marize, in a separate mark each, the results of the written classroom
tests. on the one hand, and of the 'other work' domain, on the other,
before drawing the two together into 2 single mark for the subject at
the end of each half-year (cf. op.cit.: 122). The importance of the
second domain of assessment is further cwphasized by the fact that
for some pupils in the final year, for whom the written classroom
tests are under certain circumstances no longer compulsory, it may
even constitute the only basis of assessment in the swbject (cf.idd.).

This makes it necessary for the Richtlirien to spell out ia some
detai) how the domain of Sonstige Mitarbelt s to be interpreted (cf.
op.cit.: 122-129). A basic aisfincﬂm Ts drawm, for this purpose,
between continuGus assessment procedures on the basis of observation,

and more formal assessments of individual pieces of work at individ-
val points.

The first approach is concidered to be particularly appropriate
for the evaluation of the oral work done in ~lass, whers an assess-
ment at one or two individual points only is felt to be too limited
to capture @ fair sample of a learner's contributions to oral class-
room work. There {s no doubt that the assessment of this field is
intended to be the weightiest part of the 'other work' domain: there
s an explicit note saying that - in conjunction with sn assessment
of the homework (see below) - it may well suftice as the basis for an
assessment of the domain as a whole (cf. op.cit.: 124).

However, in spite of a detailed list of criteria that can be
taken into consideration when evaluating oral performance at this
Tevel {cf. op.cit.: 149-150), teachers and pupils feel rather uneasy
about the subjectivity of the impression marking that is practically
unavoidable in this field. In a situation where teachers for good
pedagogical reasons refuse to rush to their note-books to record a
mark every time anyone says anytiing in class, and where they teach
up to six different classes every morning, the only way for the con-
scientious teacher to arrive at a broad basis for the eventual assess-
ment of the oral performance of his pupils is to systematically record
marks from memory after school on the pupils taught that day. Under
these circumstances, however, it is already sufficiently problematic
to accurately recal) who said whit, to make a systemat’: application
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a9f the criteria suggested practically {llusory.

The second approach to the evalvation of the Sonstige Mitarbeit
domain consists in the assessment of pieces of work elicited at Indi-
vidual points over the school ,ear. Four twes of work are recom-
mended as narticularly suitable, in a subject such as English, for
this purpose (op.cit.: 124-129), viz. (i) homework, which at this
Yevel s ronsi” red to be complementary to classroom work and can
e.9. 30 be v, apreparatory nature, (#i) the winutes of 2 lesson,
1.e. . somewhat detailed summary of the main points covered, (1ii)
marked written excrcises (on which more below), s.d (iv) prepared
talks on special, individually selected topics. Of these, only the
mirked written exercises lead to a direct comparison of all members
of the same group; all the other types are usually interpreted as
pleces of work which individual learners may be asked to do and hand
in and/or read out in class, to be given a ~ark for individually,

Thi, constellation tends to put the marked written exercises
into a more prominent position. Consequently, a number of rules are
in force to define their rdle more precisely and determine the organ-
isatory framework in which they are to be used. As far as the latter
is concerned, there are to be no more than two of them per half year.
No mo~e than two markes written exercises in different subjects may
be taken by a pupi® ca any one day; when a pupil is due to take a
written clacsroom lest (in any subject) wo marked written exercise
is allowed for this pupil at all on the same dazy. Advance notice must
be given, and the tasks set must aliow completion within about 30
fand an absolute maximum of 45) winutes.

Tne marked written exercises are intended to provide insights
into the wcys in which pupils handle a particular )imited though com-
prehensive quostion or problem connecled with what is being *aught
at the moment. Series of short independent quest ons are explicitly
ruied out, as are e.g. vocabulary tests (op.cit.: 127). Aithough in
practice these latter stipulations are perhaps the requlations most
frequently ignored in the whole context of assessment it is quite
clear that the marked written exercises are meant to be short ver-
sfons cf the written clacsroom tests. Interpretations e.g. in terms
of discrete item formats, which are still conceivable for the cor-
responding purpose in the lower formy (cf. 3 2 above), are not in
accordance with what i5 intended, at this level

5.2 Klaugg:gg (Written Classroom Tests)

As pointed o.: above, the assessment of arhievemer. is based,
in equal parts, on the ‘other work®' domain, some details of which
kave been highiighted in the preceding paragraphs, and the prescribed
written classroom tests, to which we shall turn our attention now.

The organisatory arrangemenis for this domain are in principle
comparable to tie one< for the lower ,orms (cf. 3.1 above). TABLE 2
show; that at this level English can be taken as an ordinary subject
(E:gﬂﬂ&g[}) at three lessons per week, or as one of the two major
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TABL
Written Classroom Tests in English (Forms 11 - 13)

tE2

year in English

form

11.1
11.11

~4

12.1
12.11

13.1
13.11

taken as

ordinary subject
(Grundkurs)

5

L
il
g 2 !

. —

& :"
£ _ =3
[ 2] > oA
¢ ¢ &%
—~ e e
3 2 2-3
3 2-3
3 2 2-3
3 2 2-3
3 2 2-4
3 1 3nrs.

sajor sub
(_Lz"_!mgj'&)
5
. %
| B
izi
L“"
g 2 ¥
o 3 BT
FI
6 2 24
6 2 2-4
6 2 3§
6 ? 35
6 2 A8
6§ 1 5 nrs.

subjects (Leistungskurs) required of every pupil in the final years,
ods per week. The schoo’ year is divided into two halves

at 6 pert

{marked as 1 and IT in the table)
ferent regulations each. The final written classroom test in

with in somc cases slightl

dif-

3.11 1s
given in hours instead of periods, as a. approximation to the Abitur
regulations (s2e sectfon 6 below).

Learners are not to take more than one of thess in any subject
on any one day, and no more chan a maximum of three per week. Ve have
men yoned before that under certain circumstances some pupils are not
required to take ‘he written classroom test= ix the final year at all:
these pupils ar. nut «ilowed to take them even 1f they wish - which

they might want to do feeling happier with this kind of witte

than having their assessment h- 2d entirely on the 'other wor
0 be ?iven a marked . itten ¢

- nor is {t
while the ot

a written classroom test must h
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. An

nteresting note stipu

ave been handed back tu, ano .
with, the pupils at least a day bef~~e the next one can be given (cf.
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op.cit. - 169), as a - perhaps not entirely unnecessary - reminder to
teschers of the pedagogical, in addition to the mea.dring, purpose
of them,

As learners at this st ge in their school careers are no longer
taught in stable groups identical for most subjects but have in fact
(nd1v.dual timetables regrouping them for practically all the sub-
Jects they take, a lot of organisatory dove-tailing - usually com-
puterised these days - is required to meet the ahove conditions.
Dates for the written classroom tests are worked out by the school
admnistration, instead of the teachers, and are consequently felt
to be prescribed from outside in a much stronger sense than in the
lower forms. There is no doubt that pedagogical considerations, such
as giving a test when the group is ready for it rather than two weeks
before that stage or three weeks after starting on a new area already,
plays no part in fixing the dates, on which teachers have practically
no ifluence at all any more.

In keeping with the broadening of the assessment to include a
strong content componer t as well, the evaluation of a written class-
room test 15 based on an assessment (i) of the content, where errors
would result from factual ina.curacies or Togical inconsistencies
etc., and (11) of the language, where errors would result either fiom
problems with formal aspects of the language (with correction rules
similar to those outlined in section & above “ar the lower forms; cf.
op.cit.: 168-169) or from problems with what is called 'text produc-
tion' which is interpreted as the overall composition of the text
produced by the pupil (cf. op.cit.: 167). It 1s recognised that lan-
guage problems cannot always be attributed clearly to one or the |
other of the two language fields, but teachers are advised to take
car. that individual erro's are counted only in one of them (op.cit.: |
169). The overall mark awarded for a written classroom test is the
result of a separate assessment of the content and the language, with
the evaluation of the language as a rule the weinhtier factor (cf.
op cit.: 169).

The most problematic part of these regulations is perhips the
separation o€ the language part of the assessment into a formal as-
pect on the one hand and a style/composition aspect on the other.
This is obviously intended to make it possible to strike a balance
between these two - often non-correlating - aspects of a learner's
written effort. However, the problems of operationalising the style/
composition aspect into anything more than impression marking, or
inspired guesswork, are considerable. Thus, it is perhaps nct unchar-
acteristic of the situation that the over13p with the content area
{when 1t comes to an assessment of the 'composition', i.e. the effec-
tiveness of the presentation of the points made) which 15 after all
parallel to the recognised overlap at the other end with aspects of
the language form (in particular concerning lexical items), seems to
have escaped the Richtinien's notice In practice, therefore, the
evaluation of the <tyTe/compnsition aspect is usually ronsidered to
be the 'softest' part of the overall assessment which can be used to
gu;tify the mark which a test appears to deserve in the f'rst place

3
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6 Abitur - Assessment in English

To round off our survey of the ways ix which achievemeat in
English is measured within the Germen schoel system, wa can firally
focus briefiy on the arrangements made in comnection with “» pre-
university level school-leaving examination (Abitur), for this pur-
pose.

In accordance with the general Abiiur regulations, the C.sess-
ment in English, as it eventually appear: on the certificate of the
successful candidate in form of a mark, iy tn fact partly besed on
the results achieved within the final two years in the subject, and
only in part on those obtained in the final! examiatiwm ftsel?, at
a proportion of 2 : 1.

The final examination, on {ts part, cen either take the form of
a written test similar in type to the Klausuren described in the
previcus section, with sn additional oral examination anly if the
rosults in the writien part are markedly different from the average
achieved throughout the final two years (or if the candidate hopes
to improve his/her mark by taking one), or it cen take the form of
an oral examination alone in cases where candidates meet the required
nuwber of written tests in other subjec:s. While the complicated de-
tails of which candidates take which form of the examini®fon are per-
haps irrelevant here (for Jdetails ses e.g. Kultusministr WRW ed.
1982), a short survey of aims, formats and evaluation procedures tor
both the written and the oril parts may be instructive (cf. Kuitus-
minister ed. 1961: 109-213%).

Similar to the klaisur regulations, the writien exswination is
to give candidates the pportunity of demonstrating their comeend of
the language, of particilar fields of knowledge, and of adequate
working methods.

To ensure same +ind of conformity in the kinds ¢f tasks set at
this level, an agreement was reached in the Federal Jepuilic ir 1980
{cf. Sekretarfat der Stindigen Konferenz der Xultusmirister ed. 1981)
to restrict the nossible formats to the following four types:

{) The candidate is given a text (fiction) of about 700 words
major subject; tims allowed: 5 hours) or 500 words (ordinary
subject; time allowed: 3 hours) (t 100 words) pixs 4 - 6 ques-
tions specifying what is to be done with it, touching an content,
form and an eva?uauon of the text and leading from comprehension
to production.

(11) The candidate is given a non-fictional text, with tasks
specified as under (1).

{1i1) The candidate is qiven a combinec task 'Type A', which
consists of

(a) a listening comprehension passage of 300 600 words (maxi-
mum of 4 minutes on tape) with 6 - 8 narrow questions eliciting

O
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major content points of, and comments on, the text. The proce-
dure is narrowly prescribed: (1) listen, (2) look at the ques-
tions, (3) listen again, (4) answer questions (time allowed:
30 minutes), (S) hand in. Only then is it possible to go on to
the next part,

{b) a text-based task {fiction or non-fiction) similar in type
to what is demanded under (i) or {i{) but 'shortened according-
ly" (cf. Kultusminister ed. 1981: 177)

(iv) The candidate is given a combined task 'Type B', which
consists of

(a) a picture, photo, cartoon or similar, accompanied Sy 3-8
questions eliciting a description and interpretation (maximum
time allowed no more than one third of the total), and

(b) 2 text-based task similar to (iif b).

In keeping with the tendencies of the whole system, it is the
teacher of the candidates concerned who sets the tasks, which, how-
ever, in order to conform to some kind of common standard, need to
be approved of by the regional Board of Education. The procedure is
for teachers to prepare two packages of two different formats each
and to hand these in to tne appropriate Board of Education who select
one of these packages (or reject asking for new suggestions) for pres-
entation to the -andidate who eventually chooses one of the two tasks
included in 1t (4).

The cr fteria for the assessment of a candidate's work are in
principle comparable to those for the Xlausuren {cf. op.cit.: 184-
187). Marking is done by the teachers who set the examination, with
another teacher of the same school (usually appointed by the head-
master) act‘s1g as second examiner and the Board of Education exer-
cising it. ower of inspection at its own discretion.

0f the four formats theoretically allowed, only the first two
are in regular use, with the other two in practice occurring only as
rare exceptions. This is of course not really surprising: the iisten-
ing comprehension and ‘viewing comprehension' sections of the com-
bined tasks cannot build on ary systematic preparation in previous
assessment contexts and are therefore avoided as uncalculable risks,
they are in zddition surrounded by so many restrictive regulations
(possibly oriyinally designed to keep these two formats from develop-
17g into 'soft options') that they are technically unnecessarily
difficult to handle; and the text-bzsed formats are the most impor-
tant parts in any of tne four versions anyway, in the first two ac-
counting for the whole, but in the last two still dominating the
assessment as the weightiest facter by far, sy that concentration
on text-based fcrmat; appears rather more relevant - and sufficient
- as preparation for the final examination (5).

The oy1a!l examination in Erglish, as far as it is carried out
(se” above}, als0 hcs a narrowly prescribed format The aims are
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similar to those of the written test, and the task is alse text-beped
in that the candidate receives a text of abeut 300 words with 2 - 3
specifications olicuinv aspects of content, form gnd commnt from
the candidate, who 1s allowed 30 minut ' -—earstion. The exemint-
nation itself takes 20 - 30 minutes, the date is swppesed to
produce answers to the first two specifications as & ~entinwews pres-
entation with the third specification treated in ferm of an inter-
view, 1.0. by question and answer.

The oral exssination is conducted by a smell exsmtnstion comsit-
tee congisting of a chairmen and three other mesbers, one belng the
examining teacher, one acting as assessor, and one keaping the win-
utes. The examiner is required to prepare the tasks od
to the examination committee at least two days in advamce of the ex-
amination, for approval. It {s the chairmen's responsibility to ens
that al) relevant regulations have been adherad to. If e 4
from the Board of Education s present, he would usually chair [some
of) the orals. i

It is interesting to nota that in the oral examination Visten-
ing comprehension tasks are amplicitly excluded, if ot entirely for
the second part, then at least for the first (cf. op.cit.: 217). Am-
other curfous feature is the fact that minutes are to be kept which
are to mirror rather precisely the most important aspects of the ex-
mination, including characteristic examples of the strengths and
weaknesses of a candidate's language performance, but recordings are
not permitted.

7 Conclusione

In the present paper an attempt has been made to provide i owt-
1ine of the ways in which achievement in a foveign language such a3
tnglish §5 assexsed within the context of the Germen school system.
After a brief e.pisition of the gereral organisatory fr of all
21sessment procedures at school, we have tried to describe the situa-
tion for the forms 5 - 10 and 11 - 1) of secondary education, as two
different groups, before turning to the regulations that govern the
conditions for the Abitur examination. It Is hoped that the outline
as presented here has provided & fair picture of the situation. Per-
haps unavoidably, problematic aspects have been discussed in more
detail than others. To redress the balance, attention ghould perhaps
be drawn again to the great flexibility and freedom of a uysiem which
allows its teachers to tailor their assescment procedures to fit
their teaching as closely as is conceividbly possible, for most assess-
went purposes within the nine years in which English s taught at
school. In addition, there seems to be an untapped potential Jor cri-
terion-referenced assessment not sufficiently exploited sc¢ far.

On the othor hand, there i3 1ittle doudbt that the extreme class-
room-oriented norm-referencing demended by the 'one third' rule en-
courages a situation in which outside criteria - §.e. questions such
as 'How does a learner scand, and what can he do with his English,
outside this pariicular classroom?’ - unfortunately appear to be to-

Q

ERIC 18

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




tally irrelevant. This does, indeed, raise the questions of account-
ability in a rather serious sense.

As any other system that has grown and been modified in individ-
ual points over a longer period of time, the system described has fts
fair share of incorsistencies and problem areas, 2.9. the assessment
of the Sonstige Mitarbeit domain, the marked writter exercises, the
dominance of the text-based procedures with their backwach effect on
the teaching, and many others. Ho.2ver, not all formats and proce-
dures are problematic in themselves: if one were to pinpoint the
single most effective measure to make the system more compatible with
what professiona) language testers would have to demand, it would be
3 move to re-organise the marking. Rater training, multiple marking
and independent marking would go a long way towards remedying a sit-
vation which in many ways in its preseat state of unsophistication
would have to be called 'pre-scientific' in Spolsky's sense of the
word {Spolsky 197%)

Notes

1 For a possible distinction between e.g. tests' and 'examina~
tions’ cf. Britsh Council ed. 1976.

? Examples of tests actually used for these year-groups were made
avatlable to the jarticipants of *he conference through the
courtesy of Mrs Irmgard Voss.

3 A range of publications is available to teachers seeking sugges-
tions, examples 2nd guidelines on the problems of setting and
marking a kKlausur, e.g. Bliesener 1981a, 1982, Hurst et al.1980,
Multhaupt T9BT [For comprehensive bibliography). ExampYes of
tests aclually used recently were again made available to partic-
fpants of the conference through the courtesy of Mrs Voss.

4 Again, examples were made available through courtesy of Mrs Voss.

5 For publications on the Auitur regulations {examplcs, discussions,
criticism etc ) see relevant titles in the bibliography.
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